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ABSTRACT 

 

In July 2014, Rockbridge County was awarded a matching grant by the Virginia 

Department of Historic Resources as part of the Cost Share program available to 

localities in order to conduct historic surveys. In December 2014, through a Request for 

Proposal process, the Virginia Department of Historic Resources awarded a contract for 

the project to Anne Stuart Beckett. Ms. Beckett served as Project Manager and Project 

Architectural Historian. Sara S. Hollberg, AICP, assisted as Project Planner/Historian.  

 

Reflecting the unique character of the Natural Bridge Resort and the pending transition of 

the larger property into a state park, this project has two parts: an architectural 

reconnaissance survey and a comprehensive report. The Department of Historic 

Resources designated that 36-40 properties within the 1,600-acre survey area were to be 

surveyed at the reconnaissance level. A total of 42 properties were surveyed. These were 

documented to Department of Historic Resourceôs standards and entered into their 

Virginia Cultural Resource Information System (V-CRIS) database. A comprehensive 

report was also a required product of the project to provide additional information about 

the 18
th
 -20

th
-century patterns of the land use and development that have occurred around 

the Natural Bridge geologic feature.  

 

The information collected and analyzed through this project should contribute to the 

recognition and protection of important historic resources in both the short- and long-

term planning needs of the Natural Bridge Resort. This report serves as an educational 

tool to encourage preservation of these historic resources. Specific recommendations for 

private initiatives are included in this report. The project is intended to provide 

information to support the Virginia Conservation Legacy Fundôs proposed Natural Bridge 

Historic District and to help the owners and the county and the state prepare for the 

Natural Bridge to become Virginiaôs newest state park.  

Figure 1: Location map of Natural Bridge, Virginia. (Image courtesy of Dan Grim, County of 

Rockbridge, 2015). 

 



Natural Bridge Resort Historic Survey Report 
Rockbridge County, Virginia  6     

CHAPTER 1: PROJECT BACKGROUND  

INTRODUCTION  

In 2015, consultant Anne Stuart Beckett conducted a reconnaissance-level historic 

resources survey and an archival research study of the 1,600-acre Natural Bridge resort 

property in Natural Bridge, Rockbridge County, Virginia. The survey was completed for 

Virginiaôs Department of Historic Resources as part of their cost-share program. The 

survey represents the first major effort to document the historic resources in the Natural 

Bridge resort area and to assess their significance and integrity. This survey report 

includes a description of the survey methodology, survey findings, and recommendations 

for further research.  

PURPOSE 

The Natural Bridge Hotel and Conference Center is a tourist resort located in the central 

Valley of Virginia around the Natural Bridge geologic feature, widely known as a 

ñnatural wonder.ò In February, 2014, the entire property was transferred from private 

ownership to the Virginia Conservation Legacy Fund, Inc. (VCLF), which seeks to 

conserve Virginia's natural resources for public access and enjoyment through 

conservation, education, and outdoor recreation. The VCLFôs goal is to preserve Natural 

Bridgeôs unique cultural and natural resources for public enrichment and enjoyment by 

donating significant parts of the property to the Commonwealth of Virginia for 

conversion to a State Park. In September, 2014 DHRôs Architecture Evaluation 

Committee determined the Natural Bridge Historic District to be potentially eligible for 

listing on the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register of Historic Places.  

 
In 2014, Rockbridge County also identified the Natural Bridge resort area as a high 

priority for architectural survey and submitted a Cost Share Survey Planning Application. 

The countyôs aim was to provide a foundation for educated decisions related to capital 

improvements and subsequent management, maintenance, and site interpretation. It was 

anticipated that the reconnaissance survey and background research would serve as the 

basis for a Natural Bridge Historic District nomination, the first step in a process of 

creating a management and preservation plan for the historic tourist resort complex. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION  

In December 2014, Anne Stuart Beckett was awarded the cost-share contract to perform 

the reconnaissance survey of 36-40 properties and to conduct in-depth research of the 

Natural Bridge area with a main focus on the tourist resort complex. Beginning in 

January 2015, she worked with DHR to identify the resources to survey and ultimately 

provided documentation at the reconnaissance survey level for 42 primary resources and 

14 secondary resources within the approximately 1,600-acre Natural Bridge property. 

The survey of these resources should provide insight to the evolution of the Natural 

Bridge Resort as a tourist destination, as well as the resortôs contributions to the regionôs 

economy over the last 250 years.  The survey and documentation also includes 

recommendations for contributing status to the identified historic resources.  
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Survey tasks included a field survey, historical research, data entry, photography, and the 

creation of site plans and base maps. All work was completed in accordance with the 

standards of the Virginia Department of Historic Resources and the National Park 

Service. In addition to the reconnaissance survey, in-depth research was conducted to 

provide additional information about 18
th
ï20

th
-century patterns of land use and 

development that have occurred around the Natural Bridge geologic feature.   

STUDY AREA 

The area for the Natural Bridge Resort Survey Report is located at the southern edge of 

the Shenandoah Valley and encompasses the approximately 1,600-acre VCLF property in 

southern Rockbridge County centered on the community of Natural Bridge. The Natural 

Bridge and the Natural Bridge Caverns actually demarcate the southern end of the 

Shenandoah Valley. The area is situated 14 miles south of the county seat of Lexington, 

three miles east of Interstate Highway 81, 12 miles north of the town of Buchanan, and 

two miles west of Natural Bridge Station, a hamlet that overlooks the James River where 

the Norfolk & Western and the Chesapeake & Ohio railroads intersected and shared a 

joint depot. The town of Glasgow and the city of Lynchburg are further east on the same 

road. The rural landscape is hilly and wooded with scrub forest and is cut through by the 

Cedar Creek valley, a steep gorge that carries Cedar Creek a total of six miles to the 

James River and through the Natural Bridge. U.S. Highway 11 (South Lee Highway) 

travels over the Natural Bridge and through the resort before merging with State 

Highway 130 (Wert Faulkner Highway) from the east. The Natural Bridge resort area 

predominately displays late 1940s to mid-1960s Colonial Revival style resort buildings 

with a few vernacular and Colonial Revival-style domestic buildings dating from the 

mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries.  There are 41 primary resources and 14 

secondary resources located in the immediate survey area.  An additional resource that 

was recently purchased by the owner, but is located outside of the survey area, was 

documented at their request, bringing the survey total to 42.  

The majority of the resortôs buildings are of the Colonial Revival style, built of brick and 

large in scale. These commercial buildings were mostly erected during the late 1940s into 

the mid-1960s. Some smaller frame Colonial Revival style buildings were built in the 

1930s and early 1940s for management staff housing. More modest frame houses in a 

vernacular form were built in the 1920s for staff. Cinder block and stucco commercial 

buildings were also erected in the 1920s. The survey area also includes the site of one 

house destroyed by fire. Various natural features, such as the Natural Bridge itself and the 

Saltpetre Cave are also considered sites in the historic district inventory. The two earliest 

buildings, both domestic resources, were built of log in the first half of the 19
th
 century. 

The majority of the resources remain in good condition, some have been modified, some 

have been neglected, and still others were recently destroyed. Two are in ruinous 

condition. The roads are in good condition and the viewsheds have remained unspoiled. 

The Jefferson National Forest encompasses the Blue Ridge Mountains to the southeast 

and Short Hills Mountain to the northwest.  
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Figure 2: Natural Brid ge Survey Area Map. (Department of Historic Resources, 2014). 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHOD S 

SURVEY METHODOLOGY  

All work was planned in accordance with established state and federal standards for 

documentation of historic resources. Survey tasks included historical research, field 

survey, photography, and the creation of site plans and base maps. All  survey data was 

entered into the Virginia Cultural Resource Information System (V-CRIS). The survey 

files were completed in accordance with instructions provided by VDHR. All survey 

designs and plans were made in accordance with National Register Bulletin #24.  

L ITERATURE REVIEW  

Background data was reviewed prior to, during, and after completion of the field study. 

The literature and records search was conducted in Rockbridge County, Richmond, 

Charlottesville, and Roanoke, Virginia at the following locations: 

 

Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia 

Virginia Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia 

Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Richmond, Virginia 

University of Virginia, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, 

Charlottesville, Virginia 

Rockbridge Historical Society, Lexington, Virginia 

Rockbridge County Clerkôs Office, Lexington, Virginia 

Washington and Lee University, Leyburn Library, Special Collections, Lexington, 

Virginia 

Natural Bridge Hotel archives, Natural Bridge, Virginia 

Rockbridge County Geographic Information System (GIS) Department, Lexington, 

Virginia 

ABL Landscape Architects, Lexington, Virginia 

Roanoke Regional Public Library, Virginia Room, Roanoke, Virginia 

Historical Society of Western Virginia, Roanoke, Virginia 

 

Specific sources included the 1858 Edward Beyer Lithograph, the 1860 William Gilham 

map, the 1882 Carmichael Map, a 1954 Natural Bridge resort area site plan, county 

deeds, and general history books. Jeffersonôs Western Travels: Over Virginiaôs Blue 

Ridge Mountains by Gene Crotty, Images of America: Natural Bridge by Ernst H. 

Kastning, The Natural Bridge and Its Historical Surroundings by E.P. Tompkins and J. 

Lee Davis, Bits of History and Legend Around and About The Natural Bridge of Virginia 

by J. Lee Davis, and the Natural Bridge Historic District Preliminary Information Form 

(2014) written by Daniel J. Pezzoni were especially useful.  

PREVIOUSLY SURVEYED RESOURCES 

Six properties within the 1,600-acre study area had been previously surveyed. One of 

these resources, The Natural Bridge of Virginia  (081-0415) is on the National Register 

of Historic Places, as well as listed as a National Historic Landmark. 
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Further, the proposed Natural Bridge Historic District  (081-7147), a roughly 150-200 

acre area was recently approved eligible for listing to the National Register of Historic 

Places by the Virginia Department of Historic Resources. 

DELIVERABLES  

Task 1:  Project Initiation  

The Consultant met with VDHR staff and representatives from the VCLF and 

Rockbridge County to discuss the project scope. A windshield survey was conducted to 

review the survey area as part of a second meeting with the Natural Bridge Hotel staff.  

 

Task 2:  Background Research 

The Consultant conducted a review of relevant documents and records concerning the 

project area. Materials available in the VDHR archives as well as in County records and 

local repositories were used to understand what documentation exists. Background data 

was reviewed prior to fieldwork so that known buildings, sites, and structures could be 

located and further investigated during field survey.  

 

Task 3:  Reconnaissance-Level Survey 

The Consultant conducted the field survey of 42 properties in the Natural Bridge area. 

The survey was consistent with the procedures established by the Secretary of the 

Interiorôs Guidelines for a Comprehensive Reconnaissance Survey.  

 

All  field data was entered into the Virginia Cultural Resources Information System (V-

CRIS). Survey files were compiled for each property surveyed and included 

reconnaissance documentation in accordance with 2011 DHR Guidelines. The Consultant 

completed this survey report containing an architectural summary of the Natural Bridge 

resort area, as well as recommendations for further work.  
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Figure 3: Historic Resources Inventory Map. (ABL Landscape Architecture, 2015). 
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORIC TIMELINE   
 

Located in the backcountry of Rockbridge County near the James River, the Natural 

Bridge of Virginia, often touted as one of the Seven Wonders of the World, was first 

discovered by European settlers around the mid-1700s. Prior to the Contact Period, the 

Monacan Indians roamed the area, and they held strong associations with the bridge, 

although little has been documented about this tribe. The property was first purchased in 

1774 by Thomas Jefferson, but it was not developed until after it passed out of his family 

around 1835, and the first major building, the Forest Inn was built.  

 

Natural Bridge began to be developed more fully as a resort after the arrival of the 

Richmond and Alleghany Railroad in 1881. The Norfolk and Western Railway soon 

followed, and the joint depot at the nearby Natural Bridge Station served 12 trains daily. 

Under the ownership of Col. Henry C. Parsons from 1881 to 1894, the growing resort 

was turned into a campus-like setting, with new buildings erected, existing ones 

expanded, and a pond, gazebo, and extensive walking and bridle trails established, and 

long sweeping vistas created. The resort layout was physically changed during the mid-

1930s when the new US Highway 11 was diverted through the resort. Buildings were 

torn down, roads were realigned and in the case of US 11, elevated, and the previous 

campus-like feel was minimized.  

 

During the post-World War II economic boom and under the new management of the 

Natural Bridge Company and its new General Manager James Hunter from 1946 to 1971, 

most of the remaining earlier buildings were destroyed by fire or by design. New 

buildings of a much greater scale that clearly catered to mass tourism removed any 

semblance of the resortôs bucolic late-nineteenth-century atmosphere. In 1988, the 

property went up for sale and Washington D.C. area real estate developer, Angelo Puglisi 

headed a group that bought the site for $6.5 million. Few physical changes were made in 

the next few decades. In mid-2013, Puglisi decided to sell the property and in February 

2014, a complex conservation deal came to fruition with a total of about 1,600 acres 

transferred to the private Virginia Conservation Legacy Fund, created as an interim 

caretaker and owner. Once the $9 million note used to finance the purchase is retired, 

VCLF will donate all but the hotel (under renovation), cottages, and caverns to the 

Commonwealth of Virginia for a state park. 
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Colonial Through Post-Jefferson Era: 1742-1869 

 

The first settlements in the area, Native American or European, occurred in the rich 

bottom lands of the confluence of the Maury (then North River) and James Rivers in 

what is now present-day Glasgow (a small industrial town incorporated in 1892) six 

miles east of Natural Bridge.  Thomas Jefferson recorded in his 1784 published Notes on 

the State of Virginia that there was a Monacan encampment there in 1669 with 30 

warriors and a total of not more than 120 residents (Crotty 2002:21). The earliest white 

explorers do not appear until the mid-1730s, and even then the land was virtually 

unexplored. Even the Native Americans used the land only for hunting, having an 

agreement among the different tribes that the Valley of Virginia was to be used as a 

common hunting-ground. Multiple tribes, such as the Delawares and the Iroquois from 

the north, the Shawnees from the West, and the Catawbas and the Cherokees from the 

South, came here annually to hunt the buffalo and elk upon which they depended for their 

food (Tompkins 1939:2). The various Native tribes all travelled on the ñGreat (Warrior) 

Path,ò the main north/south corridor that traversed the trough-like Shenandoah Valley 

between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east and the Allegheny Mountains to the West. 

As the European settlers begin to trickle down from the north, they brought their diseases 

with them, and coupled with ñcompetition for nationhoodò from other tribes, the 

Monacans slowly left the area (Crotty 2002:21).  

John Salling [Salley], a German weaver, was the first white person to live near the 

Natural Bridge. In 1741 he and his brother Peter settled on a 400-acre tract above the 

confluence of the Maury and James rivers in present-day Glasgow. John Salling kept a 

diary, which provides the first description of the Natural Bridge. His 1742 diary entry 

stated: ñWe set off from my House went to Cedar Creek, about five miles, where is a 

Natural Bridge over said Creek, reaching from the Hill on one side to the Hill on the 

other. It is a solid Rock and is two hundred and three feet high, having a large Spacious 

arch, where the water runs throò (Tompkins 1939:1; Crotty 2002:50). 

The previously established Native American óGreat Pathô was the precursor to the Great 

Wagon Road that developed from Philadelphia south during the decade after 1745. Prior 

to this, most of the trail within the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia remained a trail and at 

times wagon transportation was impossible. Although this trail as far south as the New 

River had been authorized as a public road since 1746, few major improvements had 

been made to it south of Staunton before 1755. It would be another decade before wagon 

traffic increased and only as far as Lexington, with little settlement beyond there 

(Mitchell 1977:149-51). Lexington became the courthouse town of Rockbridge County a 

year after it was formed from parts of Augusta and Botetourt counties in 1777.  
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Despite the number of towns in the Shenandoah Valley after 1775, the entire region 

remained rural. As a new settlement, Lexington (14 miles north of Natural Bridge), in 

1800 had about 300 people, and the village of Springfield, an important crossroads 

community west of Natural Bridge had 86 (Mitchell 1977:198). While the lower valley 

(the northern end) continued to expand, the upper valley (Natural Bridge region) 

remained sparsely populated; less than 10 percent of the population lived in towns, which 

were spaced every 22-30 miles apart. Furthermore, while the lower valley traded with 

Alexandria, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Richmond, Rockbridge County being the most 

southern county in the Shenandoah Valley, relied almost exclusively on Richmond and 

other trading centers along the middle James River, especially Lynchburg (Mitchell 

1997:227). 

Starting around 1750, Thomas Jeffersonôs father Peter Jefferson and Joshua Fry surveyed 

the area in preparation for their 1775 publication of the Fry-Jefferson Map of Virginia.  

The Natural Bridge area was isolated, with only a trail over the bridge, also known as the 

Rock Bridge. The main north/south route through the Shenandoah Valley, the Great 

Road, ran two miles northwest of the bridge where it could safely cross Cedar Creek, and 

where a small mill -based hamlet flourished. Thomas Jefferson may have first heard about 

the Natural Bridge from his father, and his initial visit coincided with his budding law 

practice. 

 As a 25-year old attorney-at-law, Jefferson began practicing law in the Augusta County 

courthouse town of Staunton, and it was from there that he would detour the 68 miles to 

visit the bridge. After his first court proceedings in Staunton (leaving from Shadwell) on 

August 18, 1767, Jefferson began his 38-mile journey to the bridge on August 21, 

spending the second night at Paxtonôs Tavern in Glasgow. (His first night was at Steeles 

Tavern, also in Rockbridge County). The tavern was operated by John Paxton, Sr. and his 

two sons, who were neighbors with John Salling. Paxtonôs sons most likely brought 

Jefferson to the bridge as it was difficult to find, and only a bridle path crossed the bridge 

in a wooded and un-farmed area (Crotty 2002:6 and 15-21). 

Jefferson Era: 1774-1835 

Jeffersonôs legal career spanned from March 1767 to August 1774, which coincided with 

his introduction to and purchase of the Natural Bridge. In 1773, a year before his 

purchase, Jefferson and his wife Martha inherited the Bedford County plantation Poplar 

Forest from her father. This 4,819-acre plantation would provide Jefferson with 

significant income and the perfect setting after retiring from public life in 1809. It was 

from here, that Jefferson would travel to visit his property at Natural Bridge. 

In September 1773, Jefferson paid James Tremble to survey what would become his 157-

acre tract, an oddly shaped tract that resulted from no one else claiming the property. 
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Apparently the surrounding property owners, such as the Cloyds, McGavocks, Barclays, 

Greenlees, and Houstons, had no interest in acquiring the non-productive land. On July 5, 

1774, Lord Dunmore, King George IIIôs Colonial Governor, signed the Crown Grant 

issued to Jefferson in the Botetourt County Patent Book for 1773-1774. The grant 

describes several waterways and a path, but no road traversing the bridge (Crotty 

2002:54-55).  

After purchasing the property in 1774, Jefferson did not visit again until 1781. 

Afterwards he made only three more recorded visits, all while he was in retirement from 

public office and was visiting Poplar Forestðin 1815, 1817, and 1821. It was only when 

Jefferson retreated to Poplar Forest (three to four times a year for seasonal 

responsibilities) that he would journey further to Natural Bridge.  

 
Figure 4: Thomas Jefferson's 157-acre plat map in William Douthat's 1830 Ledger. Douthat 

allegedly operated a store in the area. (Virginia Historical Society, 2015).  

 

Jefferson stayed at one of two places, either at Greenleeôs Ferry on the James River 

below the bridge, or at Robert  Douthatôs two-story five-bay Stone Castle at Red Mills, 

two miles northwest of the bridge, on the Great Wagon Road (now the Plank Road) 

where it crossed Cedar Creek. The first owner of this land was Hugh Barclay, who built a 

tavern between 1787 and 1814 and sold it to Robert Douthat in 1814. The deed to 

Douthat was described as ñCommonly known as the tract upon which the old Natural 

Bridge tavern was situated.ò  Jeffersonôs tract adjoined this Red Mills area property 

(Crotty 2002:72). A later Natural Bridge promotional booklet Description of the Natural 
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Bridge of Virginia and its History 1891 stated that ñthe first hotel was built by Major 

Douthat, a Revolutionary soldier, in 1815, at a place about two miles north of the Bridge. 

An opposition hotel was built near the former in 1820ò (Virginia Historic Society 

Archives 2015). This competing hotel could refer to the Barclayôs Tavern, an extant two-

story, five-bay brick and stone dwelling. Prior to the resorts development, visitors to 

these taverns would 

have approached the 

bridge from a narrow 

path alongside Cedar 

Creek, thus viewing it 

from its north elevation, 

opposite its later as well 

as its current approach.  

Figure 5: A detailed 

section of the William 

Gilham 1860 Map of 

Rockbridge County 

denoting the location of 

Greenleeôs Ferry, 

Gilmoreôs Mill, and the 

Red Mills area where 

Barclayôs Tavern and 

Stone Castle are located. 

Note the establishment of 

Springfield in the upper 

left corner (Washington 

and Lee University, 

Leyburn Library, Special 

Collections, 2015). 

 

The first images of the Natural Bridge were published in London in the 1787 Travels in 

America In The Years 1780, 1781, and 1782 by the Marquis de Chastellux, ñOne of the 

Forty Members of the French Academy and Major-General of the French Army, serving 

under the Count de Rochambeau.ò (Figure 6). The image shown coincides with 

Jeffersonôs eloquent description of the bridge in his 1784 book Notes on the State of 

Virginia ñthe most sublime of natureôs works éIt is impossible for the emotions arising 

from the sublime, to be felt beyond what they are here; so beautiful an arch, so elevated, 

so light: and springing as it were up to heaven, the rapture of the spectator is really 

indescribableò (Chambers 1993:9). As Jefferson stated, ñIf the view from the top be 

painful and intolerable, that from the below is delightful in an equal degreeò (Tompkins 

1939:21). The view from the top cannot be overstated. The only access to look down into 

the Cedar Creek Gorge and straight into the arch is from Pulpit Rock, an outcropping of 

limestone that also allows a breath-taking view north into the Cedar Creek Valley from 

the edge of the east-side cliff. (Figure 7). Jefferson also noted that the ñBridge affords a 
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public and commodious passage over a valley which cannot be crossed elsewhere for a 

considerable distanceò and the ñvery pleasing view of the North Mountain on one side 

and Blue Ridge on the other.ò  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: One of the two first images of the Natural Bridge published in London in the 1787 Travels 

in America In The Years 1780, 1781, and 1782 by the Marquis de Chastellux. (Washington and Lee 

University, Leyburn Library, Special Collections, 2015). 
 

In 1816, at the age of 73, Jefferson allowed his granddaughters Ellen (19) and Cornelia 

(16) to visit him at Poplar Forest. From there, they would travel, the following summer, 

on a two-day, 30-mile journey to Natural Bridge. On the morning of August 13, 1817, the 

two granddaughters, ñGrandpapaò and slaves Gil and Israel set out to Natural Bridge. 

They began their journey leisurely enough in his four-horse-drawn carriage to the foot of 

the Blue Ridge Mountains where they switched to horseback and crossed through Petiteôs 

Gap to Greenleeôs Ferry on the south side of the James River. Here they lodged at ñan 

excellent brick houseò as described by Cornelia, before crossing the James River to 

Gilmoreôs Mills and up the connecting road, (Shafer Lane) to the Natural Bridge 

(Chambers 1993:108-109).  

As Jefferson was a rare visitor to his property, and the adjoining properties were being 

farmed and timbered, his neighbors encroached on his isolated and unoccupied parcel and 

began harvesting its timber. Being made aware of this situation in 1815 through his 

business associate and friend William Caruthers in Lexington, Jefferson agreed to 


